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SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the Eastern District of California denied Keith Jerome Wright’s
second motion for appointment of counsel in his 42 U.S.C. § 1983 action. Applying the exceptional-
circumstances standard, the court concluded that Plaintiff had not shown a sufficient need for
appointed counsel and denied the motion without prejudice.

CASE DETAILS

COURT United States District Court for the Eastern District of California

WRITING FOR THE COURT Gary S. Austin

JURISDICTION United States District Court for the Eastern District of California

DECIDED July 7, 2025

DOCKET No. 1:24-cv-01029 JLT GSA (PC)

DISPOSITION other

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Plaintiff, a state prisoner proceeding pro se and in forma pauperis in a
42 U.S.C. § 1983 action, moved for appointment of counsel. The court
denied the motion without prejudice.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court exercises discretion in determining whether exceptional
circumstances warrant requesting voluntary counsel for an indigent
prisoner. The plaintiff bears the burden of demonstrating exceptional
circumstances.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Unpublished district-court order; precedential status unknown
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether exceptional circumstances warranted the court's requesting voluntary appointment of counsel
for an indigent prisoner in a § 1983 action.

HOLDINGS

1. An indigent prisoner seeking voluntary counsel in a § 1983 action must demonstrate exceptional
circumstances by showing both a likelihood of success on the merits and an inability to articulate the
claims pro se in light of the complexity of the legal issues. Wright failed to meet that burden, so
appointment of counsel was not warranted at that time.

2. District courts lack authority to require counsel to represent indigent prisoners in § 1983 cases.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“When determining whether “exceptional circumstances” exist, the court must consider plaintiff’s likelihood
of success on the merits as well as the ability of the plaintiff to articulate his claims pro se in light of the
complexity of the legal issues involved.” (at 2)

“For these reasons, having considered the factors under Palmer, the Court finds that Plaintiff has failed to
meet his burden of demonstrating exceptional circumstances warranting the appointment of counsel at this
time, and the motion will be denied.” (at 2)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Keith Jerome Wright is a state prisoner proceeding pro se and in forma pauperis in a § 1983 civil-rights action.
He asserted that his family had contacted five attorneys without receiving responses, that the case was complex,
that witnesses would need to be located and interviewed, that prison mail practices impeded litigation, and that
he had been denied copies of some medical imaging. The court noted that the complaint had viable claims and
had been served, and that Wright had litigated the case satisfactorily to date.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Wright filed a prisoner civil-rights action under 42 U.S.C. § 1983. The matter was referred to a magistrate judge
under 28 U.S.C. § 636(b)(1)(B) and Local Rule 302. After an earlier request for counsel, Wright filed a second
motion seeking appointment of counsel, which the court denied without prejudice.
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